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BY DEBOR A H

CHRIS TENS E N
Look at the biggest movies
coming out of Hollywood.
They all have one thing in
common. They all begin
"Guber /Peters Presents."

T

HE SCENE is the interior of a rambling
Southwest-style home tucked away in
a cul-de-sac in exclusive Bel Air, home
to many of Hollywood's movers and
shakers. The time is 6:30 on a Friday night.
Enter (in a hurry) PeterGuber, 46, famous
Hollywood producer. At first glance, a casting
director might reject him as too young for the
role- too, well, unlike what the average pe rson might expect a movie producer to look
like. No shiny bald dome fringed with gray.
No oversized gold jewelry. No designe r suit
stretched across an expansive belly. No wellchewed stogie dangling from his lips.
But as many in the industry will tell you,
G ube r is no ordinary prod ucer. Although the
route he traveled to his current success began
conventionally e nough- B.A. from Syracuse
in English history, business and law degrees
from New York Universiry-Guber from the
start kn ew instinctively how Hollywood
works and how to make it work for him.
On this particular evening, Guber is wear-
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ing a plaid flannel shirt and blue jeans. His
dark brown hair is shoulder length, pulled
back into a ponytail. He hurries through the
front door and drops a handful of videotapes
and a shoulder bag on a chair and apologizes
for being half an hour late. He had to fly to
Colorado for the day, he says, to research a
project he's working on.
"I'll be right with you," he tells his guest
and disappears into the kitchen.
Moments later he returns, an apple and a
knife in hand.
Lights from other houses across the
canyon twinkle in the darkness as Guber
leads the way outdoors down winding stone
steps and across a massive deck to his home
office, a large yet cozy room with a wooden
conference table that can seat 20, and walls
covered from floor to ceiling with framed
posters of the mov ies he has produced ,
awards his productions have won, and
photographs of people he has met in the
course of his work. It is an impressive collection and one that he enjoys showing off.
"That's Muhammad Ali with me when I
was president of Columbia ... He's the
greatest fighter of all time!"
Another photograph shows him and his
wife, Lynda Gellis Guber, with Britain's
Prince Charles at the world premiere of The
Deep, Guber's first movie as an independent
producer.
Still another shows President Fidel Castro
aboard Guber's 80-foot ketch, the Oz, when
Guber was in Cuba working on a film project.
There's Guber with Jane Fonda, G uber
with Barbra Streisand and Jon Peters, his
partner. There's G uber wi th Lynda again,
whom he met while they were both students
at Syracuse, and the ir two daughters, Jodi, 21,
and Elizabeth, 16.
Even more extensive than his photographs is the list of Guber's movie credits.
They include-in add ition to The Dee~

War began to haunt him. "That's when I realized you could make fear work for yourself. I
was a lousy student until I got that notice. I
got that notice, I became a great student."
He had always planned to teach, write, or
clerk in the courts. But then Hollywood
beckoned.
Guber was recruited as a management
trainee by Columbia Pictures in 1968 while
he was studying business at NYU. He began
in the casting department but soon moved
over to the literary side, to creative affairs and
development.
"Hollywood was going through a revolution at that time," Guber says. "I remember
sitting around the table at Columbia P ictures,
and I was 25 or 26 years old, and I was 40 years
younger than the average age of the people
sitting around the table . ... I knew that if I
just could hang in a little bit, time was on my
side."
He was quick to see the changes coming
about in the movie industry in the late sixties-"it was going through not only a creative change but a technological change"
- and he was able to position himself to take
maximum advantage of the upheaval. He
wrote extensively on the e normous impact
that videocassettes would have, and his comments brought him instant notoriety within
the industry.
"This is a town built on attention," Guber
says. "The attention that was focused on
me ... gave me opportunities that I otherwise
might not have had if I had sat quietly and
just honed away at the lathe for the next five
years, turning out the same bed spindle that
everybody had done for the last 30 years."
Within five years, in one of
those dazzling career
leaps of

which legends are made, he became
Columbia's chief of worldwide production.
From the beginning, Guber saw himself
not just as a movie producer but as a "creative
entrepreneur" in all aspects of the entertainment business. And so in 1976 he left Columbia to become an independent prod ucer.
After the success of The Deep, his first independent production, he joined with record
producer Neil Bogart to form Casablanca
Records and Film Works, whose stable of
singers included Cher, Donna Summer, Kiss,
and Mac Davis; and comedians such as
Woody Allen and Robin Williams.
In 1980 he established Polygram Pictures
and soon after he and Jon Peters teamed up, a
prolific partnership that is still going strong.
It is a potent combination. On th e one
hand you have Guber, a Newton, Massachusetts, native whose years in Hollywood still
h ave n't softened his pronounced Boston
accent, with enough academic degrees to

Gorillas in the Mist, Midnight Express, Missing,
An American Werewolf in London, Flashdance,
The Color Purple, The Witmes of Eastwick, lnnerspace, Rain Man. And soon to be major motion pictures are Tom Wolfe's The Bonfire ofthe
Vanities and Batman, which was filming in
London when Guber agreed to sit down for a
rare interview.
Munching on his apple as he talks, he is
straightforward about his success in Hollywood. It was, he says, simply a matter of
being in the right place at the right time and
then working harde r than anyone else to
make it happen.

G

UBER HAD NEVER planned on a
producing career. At Syracuse, by
his own account, he majored in
"getting throu gh- sports and
getting through." His grades were mediocre
until the specter of the draft and the Vietnam
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paper a movie marquee and enough chutzpah to take charge of a major studio's film
production department at age 26. On the
other, Peters, a street-wise reform school
graduate who had already banked his first
million when he began his film production
career as Barbra Streisand's hairstylistboyfriend. When they decided to join forces,
the Los Angeles Times described the partnership as "like putting Menachem Begin and
Col. Moammar Kadafi in the same room and
waiting for World War III."
But it has been by all accounts a successful
marriage between two of the most successful
independent producers in Hollywood. One
of Guber's associates, referring to his rapid
style of speaking, told the Times: "You need to
be on speed just to listen to Peter. Jon's the
only one who can lis-

ten to him and not get tired."
Guber is forever looking for new worlds to
conquer-a cable program on steroids here, a
new talk show starring Kenny Rogers there.
In January 1988, Guber-Peters merged with
Barris Industries to form the publicly held
Guber-Peters-Barris Entertainment Co.,
with $100 million in assets. U nder that
umbrella the company produces feature
films, movies of the week, sound tracks, and
such television game shows as The New Gong
Show, The New Newlywed Game, and The All
New Dating Game. The company was trying to
figure out a way to market the gongs from The
Gong Show--"make it part of the lexicon of
our time."
It is half owner of Mundo Artistico, a Spanish-language entertainment weekly with a
circulation of 100,000. It toyed with the idea
of buying Sea World. In July 1988, negotiations to acquire 25 percent of MetroGoldwyn-Mayer fell through.
"Most people are afraid of taking those
skills they're presented and moving them
across into various arenas," Guber says in explaining why the company has branched out
in so many different directions. "I think that
ability to keep challenging myself is what has
inspired me to win my own place for myself."

T he films that I've done I've either found the
books and determined to make them into a
film, or met with a writer or given them my
idea and financed the screenplay. Either I
finance it myself-put up my own moneyor I have an arrangement with the studio that
puts up the money ... and I go out and find
the projects that I believe will be made into
great films."
Midnight Express had its roots in a small
newspaper item about a youth, Billy Hayes,
who had escaped from a Turkish prison
where he was serving a life sentence for carrying a small amount of hashish.
"I said, 'Wow, that's really interesting.' I
knew so many kids who had marijuana in
their pockets and their things who traveled in
Europe. How terrifying, a life in prison, for a
kid 21 years old. And a Turkish prison. And I
thought to myself, 'That's really interesting!"'
Guber tracked Hayes down in England
and paid for him to come to the United States
to talk with him in detail about his experi-

M

AYBE. OR MAYBE it's an attitude
toward his projects- Peter
Guber makes a movie because it
interests him. To an extent
shared by few big-name producers, Guber
treats his projects as individual labors of love.
"A producer is defined by the job you do,
not the title you have," he says. "The rest of
the skills that are presented as credits in front
of the screen is determined by guilds.
The producer, or executive producer,
does myriad tasks. I can only define what
I do.
"I conceptualize orenvision my projects.
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for an Oscar for his direction of Midnight Express and won a Golden Globe
as best director.
Guber brought in Giorgio Moroder,
one of his clients at Casablanca Records, to
score the movie, also his first time out. He
too won an Academy Award.
When G uber takes a project on, he
believes in it totally. And his enthusiasm
knows no bounds. He describes one project
under development as "a major, super-event
movie with two super-mega action stars!"
Rain Man Guber calls a "producer's dreamTom Cruise, Dustin Hoffman, directed by
Barry Levinson, for Christmas release! If you
don't dream that picture, you're not a producer!"

ences. Not only did Guber decide there was a
movie in Hayes's story, but he helped Hayes
parlay his account of his ordeal into a bestselling book.
"It wasn't exactly in the slipstream of
wh.at was going on then, with Grease and
Saturday Night Fever," says Guber, using one
of his favorite phrases. "That wasn't where it
was happening. But I had just finished The
Deep, which was a $100-million profit film,
the biggest profit Columbia had had in 40
years, so I had the perception of power and
credibility, so I said there was something I
wanted to make, a ve ry small picture, a
modest picture .... And because I had my
own money in Midnight Express- half my
own money- they said okay."
Next, Guber hired a young writer, whose
work had never been produced, to write the
screenplay. The writer, Oliver Stone, won an
Academy Aw,ard for best screenplay.
Then he hired a young British director by
the name of Alan Parker, who was nominated
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UBER IS NOT AFRAID to take
chances, even if it costs a lot of
money and the prospects for success are slim. Lionel Chetwynd,
who wrote and directed Hanoi Hilton and a
numbe r of made-for-television movies, recalls the time that Guber sent him and seven
others to communist C hina, right after normalization of relatio ns with the United
States, to research a particular movie possibility. "No one else would have taken that
risk," Chetwynd says. "Nobody wanted it.
They said, 'You're crazy. You can't make a
film in C hina.' This was an enormous expense. I said, 'Peter, it's a fonune.' He said,
'Yeah, but if it works . .. "'
They couldn't do the film in the end. But
"Peter was there, with the money, and I don't
know any other producer in town who would
have done that."
Chetwynd, who has known Guber since
their days at Columbia together, says Guber
is able to understand both the economics and
the creative aspects of movie making, a rare
combination. "His instincts, when you sit
down and talk story and you talk script, his

traordinary. It's as if it's someone who spent his life writing and directing
films."
"I like to try to make the kind of movie
that's the kind of triple bill, all-star fi lm that I
liked to go see when I was a kid," Guber says.
Guber has made princes of movies that
others considered real roads. The Color Purple
is a case in point.
How, he says, do you make a movie that
defies all accepted standards about what sells
at t he box office, a movie about a poor
southern black woman, who is somewhat
anti-male, a movie with lesbian ele ments to
boot?
T he answer, Guber says, is "you make it
well, you do it with hean. And you get one of
the great filmmakers to do it--Steven Spielberg-and you stand back on that one, you
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move away. You let Steven Spielberg do his
magic.
"The crick is co know when co get on and
when co get off, and not let your ego get in the
way."
It is a message that Guber cries to convey
to his students at UCLA, where for the last 18
years he has been on the school of the arts
faculty, teaching courses in film, theater ans,
and creative writing. It is both an outlet for
him and an opportunity to pass on what he
has learned in 20 years in the industry. "I love
it. I'm addicted to it," he says.
Guber likes to bring in his friends from
the industry to speak co his students. For one
course on producing, he commandeered
Sherry Lansing, who produced Fatal Attraction, Quincy Jones (The Color Purple), David
Puttnam (Chariots of Fire, The Killing Fields)
and Don Simpson and Jerry Bruckheimer

(Top Gun, Beverly Hills Cop).
For another course, he took students step
by step through the process of making a film.
First he brought into class the lawyer and
agent who closed the deal, then the studio
head of production, then the director, the
lead accor (in this case Dudley Moore), then
the editors, music supervisors, scorers, the
head of marketing, the advertisers--even the
owner of the theater in which the film was
eventually shown.
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Touchare nearly alNeedless
say,Guber
his classes
ways full.
One former student, Alison lrinkl, now a
documentary filmmaker and co-owner of
Eyemedia, an independent production company in Los Angeles, called Guber's classes
"very inspiring. Not too many nuts and bolts,
but I remember coming out of class thinking
I could really make this work."
That is precisely what Guber wants his
students to get from his classes. "My idea of
success is if you can light one student's pilot
light, not their whole flame, not create a conflagration . . . you can change the world as a
teacher."
This lasting impact that teaching can
have, he admits, gives him infinitely more
satisfaction than producing. "There is more
recognition and there's more joy and there's
more fulfillment from that than from films,
absolutely."

I

T WAS FEAR of serving in Vietnam that
spurred him to get good enough grades to
gain admittance to business and law
school and thus escape the draft. Today,
he claims, Peter Guber remains a fugitive
from fear.
"Fear of failure, fear they'll find me out,
that I really can't do anything, that I'm a
fraud, fear that it won't be accepted, fear that
it won't live up to my own expectations, fear
that I'll be embarrassed, fear that it wi ll be the
last one that I'll ever get a chance to do.
"I wake up in the morning, sometimes I
look at myself and I say, I hope nobody finds
out. . .. On the other hand somebody would
say to me, 'Boy, you're so lucky.' And I would
think, yeah, isn't it funny, the harder I work
the luckier I get. The reality is, yes, I'm fortunate, fortunate co recognize that hard work,
that appropriate

education, that having some inspiration,
some vision, and then the good fortune to
recognize opportunity, and put them
together brought me success. But you know,
that's the formula for any enterprise. You
know, someone says, 'Oh, isn't that lucky.'
No one's lucky 23 times."
There are very few ge niuses in movie
making, Guber says. " It's 98 percent
perspiration and two percent inspiration ....
You just have to work very hard, believe
desperately and totally in what you're doing,
be open to other people's ideas and collaboration, and you can be successful in this business.
"The formula is simple. T he work ethic is
difficult."
He recalls picking up a best picture award
for one of his films. "I looked at my watch. It
took 15 seconds from the time I got out of my
seat, picked up the award, and said ' thank
you, thank you, thank you.' I sat down. Fifteen seconds. I couldn't have worked those
three years for those 15 seconds. There's no
way! It couldn't be that was the equationthree years, 15 seconds? Oh my God, my
whole life's on the editing room floor!
"There's an old joke. It's about life, and
it's about the movies: Guess what? This is the
pan you're cast in. You don't like it? Guess
what? It's still the part you're cast in. You better play it. This is the only one you got. This
ain't an audition. This is it.
"And so what I figure is, if this is it, I'm
going co try co write, produce, direct and star
in my own movie, meaning this movie, and
have a good time doing it."
Fadeout.
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